[bookmark: _GoBack] ‘Re-Peel[footnoteRef:1]’? – An assessment of Sir Robert Peel’s influence on the receptivity of the Conservative party to reform [1:  The epithet given to Sir Robert by the hard-right ‘Ultra’ wing of the Conservative Party following the Roman Catholic Relief Act of 1829.] 


‘if the spirit of the Reform Bill implies merely a careful review of institutions, civil and ecclesiastical, undertaken in a friendly temper combining, with the firm maintenance of established rights, the correction of proved abuses and the redress of real grievances, - in that case, I can for myself and colleagues undertake to act in such a spirit and with such intentions.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Tamworth Manifesto: text - http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/politics/tam2.htm] 


Sir Robert Peel set out his aims in the post-1832[footnoteRef:3] political scene in a typically conservative fashion in his now renowned 1834 Tamworth Manifesto. This ‘careful review of institutions, civil and ecclesiastical’ and the promise of the ‘firm maintenance of established rights’ would suggest that Sir Robert intended to remain firm in his traditional Conservative values, even after the landmark Whig Reform Act that challenged the very tenets upon which the Conservative party was based, namely an aristocratically-elected government and a strong monarchical influence over government[footnoteRef:4]. Despite this seemingly clear political direction, one cannot ignore Sir Robert’s reference to the potential for the ‘correction of proved abuses and the redress of real grievances’ that opened the door to the potential for further progress – if not out and out reform – in 19th century Britain. The debate as to whether or not such ‘correction’ actually took place after the Tamworth Manifesto has long since been ruled in favour of the former, with landmark legislative changes such as the repeal of the infamous Corn Laws in 1846 being widely seen as evidence for this. However, the presence of reform is one thing that is entirely separate to an acceptance of it and receptivity to it, and it is this distinction that perhaps presented Peel with the greatest political challenge of his career spanning 37 years. Although the argument that Peel had a major and successful impact in creating a more receptive Conservative party to the concept of reform cannot be ignored, this essay will place a heavier weighting in favour of the suggestion that Peel’s reforms, both as Home Secretary and later as Prime Minister, had a limited impact outside of the social and economic spheres, and did little to advance the Conservative party and their attitudes to reform. [3:  It was in 1832 that the Whig Administration, under the premiership of Lord Grey, passed the Great Reform Act.]  [4:  This had been seriously undermined by Lord Grey’s successful insistence that William IV create 50 additional Whig peers in the House of Lords to overcome the Tory majority, who consistently blocked any attempt at reform.] 


The idea that Sir Robert was open to reform can first be seen as far back as 1822 during his time as Home Secretary under the premiership of Lord Liverpool. It was in this year that, despite the general views of the Tory ‘party’[footnoteRef:5] and the executive, Peel established a select committee to look into the possibility of creating a police force in London to tackle the high crime rates in the capital. Despite the eventual findings of this committee suggesting against this proposal, Peel continued regardless, resulting in the landmark Metropolitan Police Act of 1829, which, according to its first provision, meant that ‘His Majesty[footnoteRef:6] may establish a new police office for the metropolis and the surrounding district… under the directions of a secretary of state’[footnoteRef:7]. Whilst the success of the Act is unquestionable, it was a ‘political compromise’[footnoteRef:8]. The bill was sponsored and passed by Peel in the face of political objection, not least from within his own Tory ‘party’, and although the bill was eventually passed by the Commons relatively unopposed, it is well known that the Act was in fact the result of ‘years of wrangling and infighting’[footnoteRef:9].  [5:  The term ‘party’ has been put in inverted commas due to the lack of a real party system before the Great Reform Act of 1832, which saw the introduction of local party agents in response to the creation of the Electoral Register. It will continue to appear in this way until the content in which it is referred to is post-1832.]  [6:  This refers to George IV, the incumbent monarch at the time of the Act’s passing.]  [7:  The Metropolitan Police Act 1829 - http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo4/10/44/contents]  [8:  According to Dr. Marjorie Bloy - http://www.historyhome.co.uk/peel/laworder/police.htm]  [9:  Ian k. McKenzie (edited by), Law, Power, and Justice in England and Wales, pg. 56.] 

It has also been suggested that the Act gained slightly greater popularity with those in Parliament due to increasing crime rates that alarmed the aristocracy, but this in itself implies that it was passed out of necessity and self-service, rather than as a result of a Conservative party that had become receptive to reform through Peel. 

Peel’s reforms as Home Secretary did not by any means end with the creation of the Metropolitan Police force, with vast reforms of the penal system often being seen as his second greatest achievement after the aforementioned Act.  In early 19th century Britain capital offences numbered over 200, with the Whig MP Thomas Fowell Buxton stating in a debate on the Forgery Punishment Mitigation Bill in March 1821: ‘kill your father, or catch a rabbit in a warren - the penalty is the same! Destroy three kingdoms, or destroy a hop-bine - the penalty is the same!’[footnoteRef:10], perhaps providing the best presentation to the modern day historian of the extent of the abuses within the unreformed legal system. Sir Robert again introduced reforms into this system, in order to streamline the application of justice and reduce the number of offences worthy of capital punishment. As a result of Peel’s extensive reforms, this number was reduced from over 200 to less than100, with the harshest punishments for minor crimes being abolished in favour of more humane approaches, such as gaol sentences and transportation to Australia for more serious transgressors. Despite the wide-ranging and successful nature of Peel’s penal reforms, their impact in creating a receptive Conservative party to reform were, in ways not entirely dissimilar to that of the Metropolitan Police Act of 1829, limited. Many of the reforms, including the reduction in the number of capital offences, were not carried out as a result of a general Conservative ‘party’ consensus in favour of such measures, but rather due to the reluctance of juries to convict when the punishments were so harsh, leading to the fear that criminals were being acquitted rather than charged. The impact of Peel in creating a Conservative party receptive to reform has also been questioned by historians on the grounds that his approach was less ‘liberal’ than it was ‘conservative’. Indeed, Beales has referred to Peel as a reactionary – a person opposed to reform and in favour of the maintenance of the old system. It has been said that ‘On criminal law, Peel tinkered, while Russell made drastic reforms’[footnoteRef:11]. Peel, however, was a pragmatist, and appreciated the need for limited change to help maintain the fundamental elements of the old system. These legal, social and political reforms are useful in revealing Peel’s limited impact on creating a Conservative ‘party’ receptive to reform, but it is almost certainly the most controversial reform of his time as Home Secretary that best reveals the ingrained attitudes of Peel’s ‘party’ towards reform, and the subsequent ineffectiveness of Sir Robert in creating a ‘party’ receptive to such an idea in his time as Home Secretary.  [10:  C. Hansard (published under the superintendence of), The Parliamentary Debates Volume 5, 31st December 1822, Pg. 905.]  [11:  D. Beales, 'Peel, Russell and reform', Historical Journal, Vol.17 (1974). ] 


The Roman Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 caused much controversy amongst the Tory ‘party’, largely due to the its long-standing allegiance with the protestant Church of England and its protection of it as a core institution of an aristocratic nation. Indeed, in principle, Peel had never supported Catholic emancipation, leading to the nickname ‘Orange Peel’[footnoteRef:12] during his time as Chief Secretary for Ireland[footnoteRef:13], courtesy of the prominent Irish catholic Daniel O’Connell. Sir Robert however, ever a pragmatist, realised that following the upset of the 1828 County Clare election[footnoteRef:14] there was a need for some measure of emancipation in order to prevent the outbreak of violence. Thus, Peel introduced the Roman Catholic Relief Bill in 1828 to an understandably shocked House of Commons. After all, this was the man who had refused to join George Canning’s government[footnoteRef:15] in 1828 as a result of the new Prime Minister’s sympathy with the idea of Catholic emancipation. Nevertheless, Peel continued to [12:  The Spectator, ‘Orange Peel’, 27th February 1836, pg 12. Accessed through the Spectator archive: http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/27th-february-1836/12/-orange-peel. ‘Orange’ referred to the ‘Orange Order’, a protestant group in Ireland.]  [13:  Peel held this post in Lord Liverpool’s administration between the years of 1812 and 1818.]  [14:  Following the need for William Fitzgerald to seek re-election in his Irish constituency after being promoted to a cabinet position (in his case, President of the Board of Trade), he was opposed by the prominent Catholic Daniel O’Connell who, in potentially one of the greatest political upsets in modern history, defeated Fitzgerald to take the seat. Being Catholic, O’Connell was prohibited from taking up his seat in the Commons, much to the disgust of those who had elected him.]  [15:  Canning took up the post of Prime Minister following Lord Liverpool’s resignation as a result of a stroke.] 

sponsor the Bill, which eventually passed into law in 1829. The main impact of this, besides the obvious emancipation of Roman Catholics, was that ‘It fragmented the party even further into ‘Ultras’ (right-wing Tories), liberal Tories, and followers of Wellington’[footnoteRef:16]. Famously, the ‘Ultra’ sect of the party claimed that Sir Robert had gone from ‘Orange Peel to Re-Peel’, and a poetic verse was even written about Peel’s newfound acceptance of emancipation: ‘Oh Member of Oxford, you shuffle and wheel, you have altered your name from R. Peel to Repeal’[footnoteRef:17]. Many of Peel’s own political supporters ‘felt badly betrayed over the issue’[footnoteRef:18], and it was this sense of betrayal that acted as the foundations for some of the worst criticism received by Sir Robert. It has been argued by some that this division had the wider impact of signing the death knell for any hope of a united Tory party, with Peel unwilling to make any real concessions to the ‘Ultras’ and likewise the ‘Ultras’ being unwilling to come to a settlement with him. The sheer divisiveness of the 1829 Relief Act is key in revealing the shortcomings of Peel’s attempts to make the Conservative ‘party’ more receptive to reform, as not only did it increase division, but it shattered any hopes of a united ‘party’ behind any cause, not least reform.  [16:  Paul Adelman, Peel and the Conservative Party 1830-1850, pg 6.]  [17:  Donald M. MacRaild, The Irish Diaspora in Britain, 1750 – 1939, pg 68.]  [18:  Sean Lang, Parliamentary Reform 1785-1928, pg. 27.] 


If Peel saw little success in creating a Conservative party receptive to reform in his time as Home Secretary, he saw even less progress in the years following the 1832 Reform Act. Following his now infamous ‘100 days in Office’, Peel returned to the post of Prime Minister in 1841, no less in favour of economic reforms, which he saw as a way to achieve greater social harmony. As one notable academic put it, ‘His goals were efficiency and progress’[footnoteRef:19], with Sir Robert himself saying in his opening speech following the 1841 election that ‘If I exercise power, it shall be upon my conception – perhaps imperfect, perhaps mistaken – but my sincere conception of public duty’[footnoteRef:20]. The conviction of Peel to remain firm in taking the best actions for the nation as a whole can be seen in his attempt to reintroduce the income tax in 1841 following his successful election as Prime Minister for the second time. Despite the opposition of ministers including Stanley and Graham, and the reluctance of others in the cabinet such as Goulburn, Peel felt the reintroduction of such a tax was essential if the government were to solve the ‘mighty and growing evil’[footnoteRef:21] of the £7m financial deficit left to them by Melbourne administration. Direct taxation, for obvious reasons, had always been unpopular with those in high society, with the measure proposed by Peel finding little in the way of support within the Conservative party initially. Indeed, according to Woodward, Peel had to persuade the commons ‘to renew the income tax for another three years’[footnoteRef:22], implying that the proposal was not readily accepted by his colleagues in the house. Thus, Peel did not create a Conservative party receptive to reform, but instead persuaded a wholly reluctant party to accept such a measure, perhaps partly through his view of the party as a body subservient to the Prime Minister, that should do his bidding without protest, or perhaps due to the inability of his opponents to present a real argument against the proven benefits of such proposals. Beyond the issues of taxation reform, Peel’s general economic and commerce strategy was one of contention for some in the parliamentary Conservative party, especially amongst a number of agriculturalists. In particular, Peel’s proposal to introduce a reduction in import tariffs on some 750 miscellaneous items, including cattle and meat, angered this particular section of the party, who became ‘more belligerent in their condemnation of the proposed reductions’[footnoteRef:23].  Yet Peel, even in the face of such criticism, went ahead with the policy, writing to Croker later in the same year that ‘the Tariff does not go far enough’[footnoteRef:24]. The presence of such opposition, however, and Peel’s refusal to take it into account further shows his failure to create a Conservative party receptive to reform. The party in the 1840s was not receptive to the idea of reform in any sense. Much like in the 1820s, reform came about not through true party desire, but through a combination of self-interest and clever persuasion. It was, in fact, the issue of reform that led to the collapse of Peel and his ministry in 1846, and the subsequent downfall of the Conservative party and its role in the Commons. The repeal of the Corn Laws was to prove the biggest reform challenge to date for Peel. [19:  Eric J. Evans, Sir Robert Peel, Statesmanship, power and party (SECOND EDITION), pg. 54.]  [20:  Eric J. Evans, Sir Robert Peel, Statesmanship, power and party (SECOND EDITION), pg. 53.]  [21:  Paul Adelman, Peel and the Conservative Party 1830-1850, pg.35.]  [22:  E.L. Woodward, The Age of Reform 1815-1870, pg. 107.]  [23:  Paul Adelman, Peel and the Conservative Party 1830-1850, pg.37.]  [24:  Paul Adelman, Peel and the Conservative Party 1830-1850, pg.37.] 


The Corn Laws had always been a point of social contention, ever since their re-introduction in 1815 under Lord Liverpool’s administration. A thoroughly protectionist measure, the laws implemented a duty on imported foreign corn in order to protect British prices. Seen by many as a measure that worked to protect the aristocracy at the expense of the industrious classes, the demand for repeal from groups such as Cobden’s Anti-Corn Law League was prominent. Peel himself had already concluded that modification was required before Ireland’s disastrous potato famine of 1845, but it was this event that encouraged him that the issue could no longer be postponed any further. Peel’s case for modification, and subsequently total reform, was bolstered by a letter from the leading Whig Lord John Russell, the main architect behind the 1832 Great Reform Act, who, in a typically Whig fashion, stated that he agreed with Peel’s motion for repeal on the grounds that he wanted to avoid ‘a struggle deeply injurious to an aristocracy which (this quarrel once removed) is strong in property, … strong in opinion, strong in ancient associations and the memory of immortal services’[footnoteRef:25] Such congenial attitudes, however, were not reciprocated within Peel’s own party, with an incredulous Stanley writing to the Duke of Wellington, ‘You advise that I should now endeavour to rally the Conservative party. I am forced to remind you that in the present state of affairs and feelings, they could only so be rallied in opposition to the measures of your own government’[footnoteRef:26]. Such opposition was also displayed by Benjamin Disraeli, who launched a series of vitriolic attacks on Peel and his bill, claiming that Sir Robert, through his proposal, had betrayed ‘the integrity of public men, and the power and influence of Parliament itself’[footnoteRef:27]. Whilst it is true that Disraeli’s comments must be taken with context applied, as he was known to be bitter as a result of Peel’s refusal to provide him with a cabinet position, the obvious antipathy towards the Prime Minister remains clear. The division created by the Corn Laws controversy of 1846 was by no means limited to disputes between Peel and his peers either, with the event leading to the momentous split of the Conservative party into the ‘Peelite’ and ‘Protectionist’ sects. This split, perhaps best shown through the results of the debate on the 27th of February where ‘Two-thirds of Peel’s party’[footnoteRef:28] turned from him, led to fierce disputes between protectionists including Disraeli, and Peelites like Gladstone, long after Sir. Robert’s tragic death in 1850. Repeal, nevertheless, passed through the Commons 327 votes to 229. Peel, then, achieved his bill in the face of such fierce opposition, but, as is so often the case, success did not come without its consequences. Peel himself resigned from office very shortly after repeal, and the Conservative party remained out of majority office for 28 years following his resignation. Peel’s repeal of the Corn Laws not only ruined his own party but proved his failure in creating a party receptive to reform. Peel may have won the vote, but in the process, he lost his party.  [25:  E.L. Woodward, The Age of Reform 1815-1870, pg.116.]  [26:  Professor Richard Davis, Wellington, Peel, and the Politics of the 1830s and 1840s, pg.22.]  [27:  Benjamin Disraeli - http://spartacus-educational.com/PRdisraeli.htm]  [28:  Donald Read, Peel and the Victorians, pg.171.] 


It would be, however, unfair to assume that the Tories were not receptive to any reform. Whilst it is true that reforms such as the Metropolitan Police Act were passed out of necessity over desire, the point still stands that they passed. It could be argued that, through its self-interest driven view of politics, the Conservative party was becoming more receptive to reform, provided they saw a benefit to themselves from the change. In the case of the 1829 Police Act, this was greater protection from crime and violence, and a similar motive drove the support for Peel’s penal reforms in streamlining the penalties system. Peel exploited these traits. After all, it was through his actions and decisions that the reforms came about, allowing the Conservative party to find the benefits to themselves and therefore become ‘more reforming’. Even so, this was little more than clever manipulation and persuasion on Peel’s half, and the party was in no way united behind or receptive to reform. Reform in its general sense was still frowned upon heavily by most in the party and there was certainly no appetite or acceptance for the radical reforms that would follow in the 1840s in particular, best seen in the aforementioned party split over the 1846 Corn Laws crisis. The Conservatives were no more reforming than they had ever been before Peel and had no intentions of becoming so.

Whilst historians today may remember Sir Robert Peel as the Prime Minister who put country before party, in the aristocratic Britain of the 19th century, such flattery was not endowed by many in his own party. Whilst this may be hard to understand this in our modern-day society, in which patriotism has arguably taken centre stage through the recent decision to leave the European Union and strike our own path into the world, this was certainly not what was expected of a Prime Minister, especially one of a Conservative allegiance. The passage of landmark change under Peel served to prove his resolute commitment to reform, and his bold defiance of Conservative norms. This defiance, however, did no favours to his reputation and his measures in the eyes of his own party. The splits, disputes and rivalries created led to a more divided Conservative party than ever before and ruined any hopes of any unity behind any cause within the party. For the Conservative party, the prospect of reform had always been one to meet with scorn. Peel and his reforms did little to change this, and if anything, made the Conservative party less receptive to reform than it had been before 1829. The Whig MP Thomas Babington Macaulay once made the now famous remark ‘reform that you may preserve’[footnoteRef:29]. If Peel had hoped that he could achieve this by creating a party receptive to reform, he was to be sorely disappointed.  [29:  Thomas Babington Macaulay MP, A Speech Delivered in the House of Commons in the debate of Wednesday, March 2, 1831 on Lord John Russell’s Motion for leave to bring in a bill to amend the Representation of the People in England and Wales, pg.30.
] 


































Appendices:

Appendix A –  Anti-Peel graffiti in Christchurch College, Oxford, showing the Conservative discontent with Peel following his nomination for re-election after his resignation due to his introduction of the Roman Catholic Relief Bill in 1829. Peel held the Oxford University parliamentary seat at the time of the reform and faced heavy criticism from his own electors. Anti-Peel protestors within the college inscribed this message into the then treasury door. Peel was defeated in the re-election for the University seat, but later returned to parliament for a small borough in Wiltshire. 
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